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GOING ON IN THE GREAT DANCE
by Glen GoodKnight
A d d re s s  g iven  a t  th e  1977 M ythopoeic  C o n fe ren ce
T h is  y e a r  w e m a rk  th e  p a s s in g  of th e  f i r s t  decade  of 
th e  M ythopoeic S ocie ty . M uch h a s  o c c u r r e d  and com e in to  
being ; m uch  h a s  p a s s e d  aw ay. O ur c u ltu re  w as d if fe re n t 
w hen w e began, and  w e h av e  b een  ab le  to  c o n tro l c u ltu ra l  
sh if ts  and ch an g es s l ig h tly  b e t t e r  th a n  a  s t ic k  c o n tro ls  th e  
tid e . N e v e r th e le s s , u n d e rly in g  th is  i s  o u r  m o tto  "Jo y  in  
th e  G re a t D an ce ."  T he  id e a  of th is  d an ce  can  be  found in  
v a ry in g  m odes and d e g re e s  on T o lk ien , L ew is, and 
W illia m s . T o lk ien  c a lls  i t  a  " G re a t M u sic"  in  T he  S il-  
m a r i l l io n :
Then Iluvatar said to them: ‘Of the theme that I have declared to 
you, 1 will now that ye make in harmony together a Great Music.
And since I have kindled you with the Flame Imperishable, ye shall 
show forth your powers in adorning this theme, each with his own 
thoughts and devices, if he will.. .  .
. .  . and a sound arose of endless interchanging melodies woven in 
harmony that passed beyond hearing into the depths and into the 
heights, and the places of the dwelling of Iluvatar were filled to over­
flowing, and the music and the echo of the music went out into the 
Void, and it was not void. Never since have the Ainur made any 
music like to this music, though it has been said that a greater still 
shall be made before Iluvatar by the choirs of the Ainur and the 
Children of Iluvatar after the end of days. Then the themes of 
Iluvatar shall be played aright, and take Being in the moment of 
their utterance, for all shall then understand fully his intent in their 
part, and each shall know the comprehension of each, and Iluvatar 
shall give to their thoughts the secret fire, being well pleased.
L ew is d e s c r ib e s  i t  in  P e r e la n d r a :
“The beginning of the Great Game, of the Great Dance,” said Tor. 
“I know little of it as yet. Let the eldila speak.” . .  .
. .  . “The Great Dance does not wait to be perfect until the peoples 
of the Low Worlds are gathered into it. We speak not of when it will 
begin. It has begun from before always. There was no time when we 
did not rejoice before His face as now. The dance which we dance 
is at the centre and for the dance all things were made. Blessed be 
He!” . . .
“In the plan of the Great Dance plans without number interlock, 
and each movement becomes in its season the breaking into flower 
of the whole design to which all else had been directed. Thus each 
is equally at the centre and none are there by being equals, but some 
by giving place and some by receiving it, the small things by their 
smallness and the great by their greatness, and all the patterns linked 
and looped together by the unions of a kneeling with a sceptred love. 
Blessed be He!” . ..
“All that is made seems planless to the darkened mind, because 
there are more plans than it looked for. In these seas there are islands 
where the hairs of the turf are so fine and so closely woven together 
that unless a man looked long at them he would see neither hairs nor 
weaving at all, but only the same and the flat. So with the Great 
Dance. Set your eyes on one movement and it will lead you through 
all patterns and it will seem to you the master movement. But the 
seeming will be true. Let no mouth open to gainsay it. There seems 
no plan because it is all plan: there seems no centre because it is all 
centre. Blessed be He!” . .  .
And now, by a transition which he did not notice, it seemed that 
what had begun as speech was turned into sight, or into something 
that can be remembered only as if it were seeing. He thought he saw 
the Great Dance. It seemed to be woven out of the intertwining 
undulation of many cords or bands of light, leaping over and under 
one another and mutually embraced in arabesques and flower-like 
subtleties. Each figure as he looked at it became the master-figure or 
focus of the whole spectacle, by means of which his eye disentangled 
all else and brought it into unity — only to be itself entangled when 
he looked to what he had taken for mere marginal decorations and 
found that there also the same hegemony was claimed, and the claim
made good, yet the former pattern not thereby dispossessed but find­
ing in its new subordination a significance greater than that which it 
had abdicated.. . .
. . .  And by now the thing must have passed altogether out of the 
region of sight as we understand it. For he says that the whole solid 
figure of these enamoured and inter-inanimated circlings was suddenly 
revealed as the mere superficies of a far vaster pattern in four dimen­
sions, and that figure as the boundary of yet others in other worlds: 
till suddenly as the movement grew yet swifter, the interweaving yet 
more ecstatic, the relevance of all to all yet more intense, as dimension 
was added to dimension and that part of him which could reason and 
remember was dropped farther and farther behind that part of him 
which saw, even then, at the very zenith of complexity, complexity 
was eaten up and faded, as a thin white cloud fades into the hard blue 
burning of the sky, and a simplicity beyond all comprehension, 
ancient and young as spring, illimitable, pellucid, drew him with cords 
of infinite desire into its own stillness.
T he M ythopoeic  S o c ie ty  a s  p a r t  of th e  g r e a t  dan ce  h a s  
m ad e  so m e  s tu m b le s  and  m is ta k e n  m o v es . No d a n c e r  can  
g a in  th e  s ta b il ity , ag ility , and g ra c e  in  th e  d an ce  w ithout 
le a rn in g  th ro u g h  h is  m is ta k e s , h is  s tu m b le s , lu r c h e s ,  and 
y e s , even  fa llin g  on h is  fa ce .
T he D ance i s  unend ing  y e t e v e r  chang ing . C hange, even  
u n ex p ec ted  change , is  good w ith in  a  p e rc e iv e d  fra m e w o rk .
I w ould lik e  to  to u ch  upon th e  s o m e - tim e  e x p re s s e d  
opin ion  th a t th e  S oc ie ty  shou ld  expand i t s  in te r e s t s .  I w ould 
re p ly  th a t  i t  shou ld  deep en  r a th e r  th a n  expand. Som e m ay  
d is a g re e , b u t an  o rg a n iz a tio n  is  no t th e  s a m e  e n tity  a s  an  
in d iv id u a l hu m an  be ing . A s p a r t  of th e  G re a t D ance w ith  
i t s  in te rw o v en  c o m p le x it ie s , w e a s  in d iv id u a ls  b en e fit fro m  
an  e v e r  g row ing  a w a re n e s s  of th e  e x is te n c e  b o th  su rro u n d in g  
u s  on w ith in  u s . T o h o n e s tly  fe e l g row th  in  o n e 's  s e l f  is  a  
t r u e  joy . A h u m a n 's  p o te n tia l fo r  g row th  can  go in  a  g re a t  
m any  d ir e c tio n s . T o  fo rm a lly  ap p ly  th is  to  an o rg a n iz a tio n  
su c h  a s  th is  i s  to  in v ite  ch a o s , s in c e  each  m e m b e r  w ould 
w an t to  s e e  h is  own in t e r e s t  added  to  th e  e x p re s s  p u rp o se . 
A pp ly ing  th is  k ind  of g row th  to  th e  S o c ie ty  w e could  a r r iv e  
a t  T o lk ien , L ew is, W illia m s  and  R o b e rt E . H ow ard , o r  
T o lk ien , L ew is, W illia m s  and  S h erlo ck  H o lm es , o r  T o lk ien , 
L ew is, W illia m s  and  F r i s b e e  co lle c tin g , o r  T o lk ien , L ew is, 
W illia m s  and  C a le n d a r  r e f o rm . In  th e  fo rm a l s e n s e  we 
canno t b eco m e  th e  S om eth ing  fo r  E v ery b o d y  S ocie ty  and 
co n tinue  to  be a  v ia b le  m e e tin g  g round  fo r  th e  a lr e a d y  
s ta te d  in t e r e s t s  of th e  S oc ie ty . B ut on a p e rs o n a l lev e l, 
th is  d o es not and should  no t p re v e n t u s  f ro m  sh a r in g  o u r 
o th e r  in t e r e s t s  w ith  th o se  w e m eet.
I do th an k  G eo rge  A llen  and Unwin, H oughton M ifflin , 
and  e sp e c ia lly  C h r is to p h e r  T o lk ien  fo r  p u b lish in g  T he 
S ilm a r il l io n  in  co in c id en ce  w ith  th e  M ythopoeic S o c ie ty 's  
te n th  a n n iv e r s a ry . I t m ak es  th e  o c c a s io n  m o re  en joyab le .
I p e rs o n a lly  h ave  b een  w aitin g  tw en ty  y e a r s  fo r  i t s  p u b lic a ­
tion ; now a l l  th e  fa ls e  ru m o rs  h ave  com e to  an  end. We 
p lan  in  1979 to  hold  a  s p e c ia l  c o n fe re n c e  on T he S ilm a r il lio n , 
w hich  w ill be  of in te r e s t  on a  m u lti tu d e  of le v e ls . T h e re  
w ill a ls o  b e  a  n o n -s to p  re a d in g  of T he  S ilm a r il lio n  in  
S e p te m b e r  1977. (See th e  D e c e m b e r 1977 M y th p rin t fo r  th e  
d e t a i l s . )
In  i t s  f i r s t  te n  y e a r s  th e  S oc ie ty  h a s  b een  a  g ro u n d - 
b r e a k e r  and  a  p a th  f in d e r . W e w e re  th e  f i r s t  o rg a n iz a tio n  
to  be  d evo ted  to  C. S. L ew is and C h a r le s  W illia m s . Now 
th e r e  a r e  a  n u m b e r of ex c lu s iv e  L ew is g ro u p s , and a 
W illia m s  S o c ie ty  h a s  b een  fo rm e d  in  E ng land  in  1976. We 
w e re  no t th e  f i r s t  T o lk ien  g roup , bu t th e  f i r s t  n a tio n a l 
T o lk ien  o rg a n iz a tio n , th e  T o lk ien  S oc ie ty  of A m e ric a , 
b e c a m e  p a r t  of u s  in  1972. T hus w e a r e  th e  o ld e st, con ­
tin u o u s , and  la r g e s t  T o lk ien  S ocie ty , a s  w ell a s  the sa m e
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fo r  L ew is and W illiam s . In  add ition , the  S ociety  h a s  in ­
d irec tly -co n tr ib u ted  to  th e  fo rm a tio n  of o th e r subsequen t 
g roups of v a ry in g  in te r e s t s  and m e r its .
H ow ever, le t us not look back  too long, s in ce  m ost of 
of h e re  have no t b een  in  th e  S ociety  s in ce  its  beginning, 
n o r is  th a t r e a l ly  im p o rtan t. W hat is  im p o rtan t is  w hat the 
S ociety  and i ts  ind iv idual m e m b e rs  a r e  doing now. A 
p a ssa g e  fro m  L ew is ' co m m en ta ry  on W illiam s A rth u r ia n  
p o e try  m igh t be helpfu l h e re :
. . .  Dinadan, the knight of holy mockery, meeting Taliessin in the 
king’s rose-garden on All Fools’ Day, salutes him as the Master of 
the Company.
‘Well encountered, lieutenant
(they call you) o f  God’s new grace in the streets o f  Camelot.’ 
Taliessin disclaims the title. To call himself a Master ? — it is a 
horrible thing, it is the beginning of the road to P’ o-Lu. But Dinadan 
replies in effect that the title, if rightly accepted, is not so much a 
terror as a celestial joke; if truly understood it brings merry humility 
to the wearer.. . .The absurdity lies in the fact that every one of 
God’s lieutenants is, in the last assort, wholly superfluous. . . .  And 
now Taliessin, with a superficial ruefulness in his smile and a delight 
far deeper than the ruefulness, recognizes this. He is unnecessary to 
Dindrane, to Logres, to the Company, even to poetry: nay, poetry 
itself is unnecessary.
Many writers have in a satiric spirit unmasked human grandeur, 
delighting to show us that the King, stripped of robes and ceremony, 
is but clay like other men and that (says Bacon) ‘the masks, and 
mummeries and triumphs of the world’ show more ‘stately and 
daintily’ by the candlelight of illusion than by the ‘naked and open’ 
light of truth. Any sixteenth-century writer — Shakespeare, Erasmus, 
Montaigne — can roll you out reams of such moralizing, almost in his 
sleep. Williams’s view is different. He accepts all they say. He finds 
it so obvious as to be hardly worth saying. O f course the whole thing 
is a kind of make believe or fancy-dress ball. Not only official great­
ness, the greatness of Shakespeare, Erasmus, and Montaigne, is, from 
a certain point of view, illusory. What then? What but to thank God 
for the ‘excellent absurdity’ which enables us, if it so happen, to play 
great parts without pride and little ones without dejection, rejecting 
nothing through that false modesty which is only another form of 
pride, and never, when we occupy for a moment the centre of the 
stage, forgetting that the play would have gone off just as well without 
us — . .  .
I t is  when we can  se e  th e  Society  a s  u n n e c e ssa ry , a s  (in 
its  b e s t fo rm ) a sm a ll exam ple of th e  "ex ce llen t ab su rd ity "  
th a t then , and only then , can  we tak e  i t  s e r io u s ly . F o r  I 
b e liev e  we cannot fe e l joy  fo r  anyth ing  we do not in th a t 
sen se  tak e  s e r io u s ly . Two p h ra s e s  fro m  A rth u r ia n  T o rso  
m ight be added h e re : "Not f la t equality , bu t a  w h irlin g  
ca rn iv a l of in te rch an g e , dom inion and s e rv ic e , " and 
"Good is  h a rd  to  p re s e rv e : bu t i t  is  a lso  te r r ib ly  h a rd  to  
e ra d ic a te  co m p le te ly ."
I b e liev e  E x is te n c e  is  its  own re w a rd , in  th a t we have  the  
su p re m e  ho n o r of hav ing  b een  inv ited  to  jo in  the  D ance. 
E n te r in g  it, we should  be a w a re  th a t 'IJoy re m e m b e rs  Jo y ­
le s s n e s s "  and th a t Joy  is  not th e  e ra d ic a tio n  of su ffe rin g , 
but i t s  fu lfillm en t and redem ption .
In th e  p a s t I have  u sed  th e  p h ra s e  "We tr e a d  th e  M iddle 
W ay" im ply ing  th e  Way of th e  G rea t D ance. I now rep en t 
of th e  te r m  "tread!' L ight o f fe e t, we m u s t s tep  n im bly  
and ligh tly  to  com p le te ly  enjoy th e  e c s ta sy  of th e  D ance.
Love of life  and i t s  so u rc e  is  th e  key  to  being a good d an ce r. 
A t tim e s  the p ace , th e  beat, even the  m elody  becom e 
ob scu red  fro m  o u r jaded  and d is tra u g h t s e n s e s  — if  so, 
be s t i l l  fo r  a  tim e . S u re ly  th e  tem po  w ill i l l  re tu rn , f a r  
m o re  aud ib le  and joyous than  b e fo re . We l i s ten , we 
becom e aw are , we e n te r  in to  th e  m ovem ent, ou r s p i r i t s  
s t i r  b e fo re  the  r is in g  b re e z e . . .
And th e  D ance goes on.
A Brief Chronology
1965
R ich ard  P lo tz  founds th e  New York T o lk ien  Society  in  Spring, 
nam e changed to  T o lk ien  Society  of A m e ric a  in  Autum n.
1966
P lo tz  c o rre sp o n d s  w ith J .  R. R. T o lk ien , who becom es the
1967
G len GoodKnight s t a r t s  a  T o lk ien  S ociety  a t C al. Univ. a t 
L. A . a s  a  re s u lt ,  f i r s t  A nnual B ilbo and F ro d o 's  B irthday  
P icn ic  in  Sep t., w h ere  fo rm atio n  of th e  Society  is  p ro c la im ed .
1968/69
Six m o re  B ran ch es  begun. M yth lo re  f i r s t  pub lished .
Edw in M eskys becom es T hain  of th e  T . S. A ., a s  P lo tz  
e n te r s  co llege .
1970
M onthly b u lle tin  of S ociety  ta k e s  th e  nam e M y th p rin t.
F i r s t  M ythcon com bined w ith T o lk ien  C onference  III in  
C la rem o n t, C a. C. S. K ilby is  G uest of H onor.
1971
F o rm a tio n  of th e  M ythopoeic L in g u is tic  F ellow sh ip . Mythcon 
II in  Santa B a rb a ra , C a. M ary  M cD erm ott S h id e le r -  G. o. H.
1972
M ythcon II held  in  con junction  w ith  W e ste rc o n  XXV in Long 
B each, C a. P oul A n d erso n  -  G. o. H. M e rg e r  of T . S. A.
1973
M ythcon IV in  Santa B a r b a r a .  P e te r  B eag le  and R ichard  
P lo tz  a re  G uests of H onor.
1974
M ythcon V in  C la rem o n t. K ath e rin e  L indskoog and E van ­
geline W alton a r e  G. o .H . Bylaw R efo rm .
1975
M ythcon VI in  C la rem o n t. W a lte r  H ooper and Edw in 
M eskys a r e  C . o. H. GoodKnight v is i ts  England fo r Society.
1976
M ythcon VII in  S aca rm en to . T hom as H ow ard — G. o. H.
1977
M ythcon VIII in  San D iego. R ich a rd  P u r t i l l— G. o. H. 
GoodKnight le a d s  S em in ar on W illiam s a t MLA Conf.
B o r s  R e t u r n i n g
W ith P e rc iv a le  dead and G alahad a legend
and D in d ra n e 's  b r ig h tn e ss  a  b lo o d less  p a llo r
I foot lu rch in g  deck
and sn iff a n o rth e rn  gale
fo r  anything th a t sm e lls  like  B rita in .
W hat flood did once f i r e  w ill do again , 
and ic e  aw aits  both king and knight, 
and th rough  heav ing  leagues 
in cen se  of S a r r a s  fades fro m  m y b ea rd  
and m akes m e fit cham pion fo r faded queen.
Im age of lo s t unity:
B r ita in  sp e lled  backw ards is  only no n sen se , 
and Ave backw ards th e  d e v il 's  tool: 
a  life  backw ards an  ignoble q uest 
charged  to  one no t w ish ing  re tu rn .
G uinevere  and L ancelo t to  h o lin e ss ,
M o rd red  to  fa ith , A rth u r  to  sa fe ty  
w ith  h is  ta b le 's  wood u n sp lin te red : 
th r e e  ta s k s  g iven w ith  in cen se , 
one to  succeed , tw o to  fade
and m ine the  cho ice . If  the way 
to  h o lin e ss  is  r e t r e a t  fro m  h o lin ess  
to  find one la s tin g  good am ong th re e , 
the ab y ss is  open on each  side  
and m e re tu rn in g  w ith lu rch in g  feet.
R o b ert B oenig
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